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Rain cooled my face as I climbed the hill. The moon had slipped behind a
dark cloud, leaving the path illuminated only by the dim light from our house,
the most recent in a series of too-small rundown structures we'd referred to as
home. I pictured the trees in the owner's orchard above the house bowed down
with apples. A plate of Virginia's fried apples would be soothing on a hung-over
stomach in the morning. The old man certainly had eaten heartily, even claimed
Virginia's were "the best fried apples in Red Fox," the morning he hit the road
for the last time eleven years ago. I should have picked apples earlier—we had
permission to—but true to my nature, I'd been engaged in less wholesome ac
tivities. On the porch, I shook moisture from my shoulder-length hair and then
opened the door with the toe of my boot. I strode toward the kitchen.
The scene was cozy. My mother, wife, sister, and brother—Virginia, Roseanne,
Billie, and David—were playing a game of Rook. Country music whined lowly
from somewhere in the background. I let my eyelids droop and leveled my gaze
on David, shirtless, displaying his rippling muscles. Dark curly hair jutted from
beneath his ball cap. My younger brother remained intent on his cards, refusing
to acknowledge my glare.
"Hello, perfect people." The words oozed out almost against my will. I'd come
from Uncle Elmer's and was wired tight.
"You're still drunk, aren't you, Wesley?" said Roseanne.
"Dog drunk and aimin' to get drunker."
"I'll bet you don't have a dime left and nothing to show for it."
I didn't have any money. To show for part of it, I had a revolver tucked through
the belt under my army field jacket. Two days ago I'd been walking my dogs near
the head of the hollow when I came across a scrap heap with a lot of aluminum
and copper in it. Borrowing my uncle's pickup, I hauled the metal to the junkyard.
What I didn't spend on the firearm, Uncle Elmer and I put into wine.
"You should have gone right with him to the junkyard, Roseanne," said Virginia.
"Give a Slagle a dollar and he'll be into the closest bottle and onto the first whore
he comes to. I oughta know. I was married to one of the bastards for thirteen
years." My mother spoke in a monotone. She'd uttered words to the same effect
countless times. "I finally got rid of him. But I've still got eight of his brats driving
me to an early grave."
"It's your play, Granny," said David. None of us had ever called Virginia by
any variation of the word "mother." At forty-four, she had a pretty but used-up
looking face. Straight dark hair hung halfway down her back. She tossed down
her last card. David swept the trick into his pile. He didn't have to total up points:
Billie and he had them all.
There were few lulls in Virginia's ill humor. Much of it no doubt resulted from
health problems, mainly bad lungs and nerves. She had had four light heart at
tacks, all of them before the old man said his final good-by.
I leaned against the doorframe and fingered the loose rounds in my jacket
pocket. The revolver's cylinder contained a single bullet.
Uncle Elmer and I had spent most of the day drinking wine. It was late after
noon when he came to on his bare mattress. Seated cross-legged on the floor, I
handed him the nearly empty wine bottle. "Treat it with respect," I said. "That's
it." I neglected to mention that while he slept I had retrieved an empty flask from
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the trash, filled it half full and tucked it into the inside pocket of my field jacket
for later on.
"We'd have more if you hadn't bought that pissy-assed pistol." He tipped the
bottle to his thin lips.
I laughed sheepishly. "I was hoping you'd forget about that, favorite uncle."
"You might as well have flushed the money down the commode."
I took the revolver out of my belt. "It sure is pretty. It ought to be good for
something."
"It might make a hood ornament for my pickup. Or better yet, I could use it
to perform brain surgery on myself. Now that would be a surefire cure for the
shakes."
That line of reasoning led to my suggesting a game of chance. His long face
broke into a slow grin. "Son, you've lost all your marbles."
I took a round out of my jacket pocket and chambered it. "Let's see who
goes first." Laying the revolver on the floor, I gave it a spin. Around and around
it went, until it came to rest pointed under his chin. "Best of luck to you, Uncle.
May I have the honor of being a pallbearer?"
"You flatter me, Nephew. I was totally unaware of the depth of your affection."
He swung his legs over the side of the bed and his bony hand crawled across the
weapon. With an artistic flourish, he laid the business end against his temple.
I sipped wine and tried not to contemplate the consequences. Then I realized
how badly his hand was trembling. "Pull that baby!" I said. "I'll tell everybody
that you were as cool as a cucumber. Cooler than one of Granny's cucumbers,
I'll say."
His entire wine-soaked body was quaking, the corners of his mouth drooping.
"I'd hate to make you a liar, boy," he muttered.
"Watch me, old man." I swiped the gun out of his hand and rammed it to my
head. The click of metal on metal reverberated behind my eyeballs. My leaden arm
eased the revolver to the floor. "Guess I didn't beat the odds," I stammered.
"Lord, boy! I could have never faced Virginia if it had gone off."
"Yeah, she'd want to wring my neck too. I've got a headache. I was on cloud
nine for a split-second, though." I looked down reflectively. "Can I ask you a
question?"
"Shoot...er, sure."
"Did you ever think about blowing my daddy away?"
He rubbed his prickly chin. "Not really. What he did to me was nothing out
of the ordinary for him. So I didn't take it personally. And he didn't do a whole
lot of damage. The kids were grown. What was left of my marriage wasn't worth
worrying about."
"But he was walking all over you, man —and laughing about it. Wouldn't you
have loved to watch his big, wide smirking face explode into a million pieces?"
"For Virginia's sake I might have. But, as crazy as it sounds, she probably
would have hated me for it. I think she still cared for the sapsucker. I would have
only hurt her and myself."
"You wouldn't have had to pull the trigger. You could have aimed in between
his eyes just to watch him squirm, and squirm, and squirm —until he was sweat
ing blood"
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Uncle Elmer's head came up and his wine-glazed eyes fixed on mine. "Get rid
of that gun, Wesley. When you leave here, drop it down a deep, dark well."
"I hear you, Uncle." I lifted the bottle off of the floor. "Here, you can have that
last little bit. I'm going to go find a well."
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"You people must be cheatin'," snapped Virginia. David was dealing a fresh
hand. "That'd be just like a Slagle." She reached for the tobacco can and book
of papers. "Some of my kids are worse than others, but none of them are worth
a damn."
I assumed David, although now tarnished, remained her favorite, while I was
at the other end of the scale.
"I've never seen such a lot as the Slagles. Drunkards, cheaters, wife-beaters,
thieves, whore-hoppers...."
"Leave the whore-hopping part out of it for me," I said.
"Watch your mouth to me, boy! I'll put you on the road."
"I've never been out on Roseanne."
"Are you calling me a liar? Nobody calls me a liar in my own house."
"Are you going to bid, Granny?" asked David.
"How can I bid on this pissy-assed hand?"
I backed off into the dark living room, dropped onto the broken-down couch,
and took out my wine. I wasn't sure why I defended my faithfulness. If not for my
slightly stooped shoulders, due to childhood rheumatic fever, and my features
now marred by a knife scar down my cheek, I probably would be like the rest
of them in that respect. The old man certainly had a way with the women. And
they couldn't seem to help themselves around David. He bewitched the ladies
as automatically as wine did me.
As Virginia never ceased reminding me, I had most of my old man's bad
habits—as David did not. David didn't drink or steal. No. It wasn't entirely true
that David wasn't a thief. He merely was more cunning at manipulating Virginia
into excusing his unsavory traits.
About the time I drained my last drop of wine, the Rook game ended. David —
supposedly a victim of brain damage from a bicycle accident—and Billie were
easy winners. "You say you aren't a whore-hopper, Wesley," said Virginia. "But to
my notion, all Slagles are born whore-hoppers, and you're a Slagle. Hah! I guess
I got you there."
Billie laughed. "How can Wesley say he isn't a whore-hopper?" She was sev
enteen; long gold earrings dangled below her short blond hair. "He's married to
a whore."
"Aw, you can't blame Roseanne too much," said Virginia. Her face was lit up.
"Look at what she's married to. She probably knew he'd let her get away with it.
I believe Ballard would have done the same. I just didn't have sense enough to
run around on him like he did me. Roseanne could have taken it outside of the
family, though." Her sharp-featured face dropped the glow. "That's the part of
it I can't abide."
"I'm ashamed to walk out of the holler," Billie jumped back in, "when every-
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body knows my brother's married to a slut."
"What about you, little sister?" I said. "You've been out on Doyle plenty of
times."
"That's a little different, Wesley. I'm getting my divorce. And I'm not even
living with the sonofabitch."
"We weren't living together either." I'd been in prison, doing five to twenty
years for armed robbery. Virginia got me out after eight months by proving that
Clyde Conley had lied about the gun. I didn't have it when I went into the house,
but picked it up inside.
Roseanne's eyes remained on the table. I supposed that had she not been in
Virginia's house she would have gone after Billie by now. But then I didn't seem
to know my wife anymore. When locked up, I wrote her a Valentine poem. In it
I claimed to have looked into her toenails and seen the universe: a stolen line of
course, but penned with sincerity at the time. Once home I soon was told what
she'd done. I looked at her toes and saw nothing but cheap nail polish.
"Roseanne's worse than a dog or a cat," scoffed Billie.
I peered down at the empty wine bottle and dropped it onto the floor. Rising,
I strode into the kitchen and let out a long, low growl.
"You sit right back down, Wesley!" shouted Virginia.
Starting around the table, my hands formed into claws. I lunged at David. He
leaned away, almost toppling out of his chair. "This is between you and Billie,
Wesley." There was a tight grin on his handsome face.
"Keep right on, Wesley, and you'll be the death of me!" cried Virginia. "That's
what you want anyway. That's what you all want!"
I struggled to calm myself.
"If I was you, Granny, I wouldn't let Wesley back in here," said Billie, "at least
not when he's been drinking."
I whirled toward my sister. Yanking her out of the chair, I pinned her arms to
her sides and lifted her off the floor. "I ought to thump some respect into you," I
said. She spit in my face. Hoisting her higher, ignoring her wild kicking, I shoved
her against the kitchen cabinets.
"I'm going to Clyde's to call the law," Virginia announced. She was halfway
across the living room.
I dropped Billie. Catching up with Virginia as she opened the door, I latched
onto her wrist. "I was only trying to shut her up."
"You're a madman, Wesley!" Quivering with rage, she was frantically gasping
for breath, nearly sinking to her knees. Her very existence seemed to dangle by
a flimsy thread. She jerked her arm loose from my grip. It slashed through the
window by the door.
A rock whizzed by my head. Billie, now in the yard, turned and ran toward
Clyde's. "Now look what you've done!" wailed Virginia. A long, thin line of blood
welled up on the back of her hand.
"It was an accident, I swear."
"Accident, my ass! I've done more for you than the rest of my kids put together
and this is the only way you know how to repay me. I should have dropped you
off of a cliff the day you were born, Wesley Wayne Slagle."
"I love you." My eyes, near tears, sought hers, searching for any glimmer of
understanding. There was none.
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In the apple orchard, I sat on the wet grass, my back against a twisted tree
trunk. The rain had eased up. Virginia had every right to despise me. She stayed
with me day and night when I lay in the hospital at age fourteen expected to die
with rheumatic fever. She hired an old woman to watch the other kids, eventu
ally paying her off by getting down on her knees to scrub floors. It had to be her
devotion alone that pulled me through.
Four years later, she took on extra house cleaning and washing to send me
to trade school. She was determined to give me an opportunity neither she nor
anyone else in our family had ever known. She slaved over others' laundry until
two in the morning and was back up at five to cook breakfast. No wonder her
health was gone!
I did fine in the school—until the day a pair of boots in a downtown store
caught my eye. I didn't need them. But they were shiny and new and stealing
them looked easy. I was caught and expelled. With one rash act I sealed shut the
door to my future and extinguished every last flicker
of my mother's love. David's transgression was minor
compared to mine.
The trees around me were heavy with apples.
Virginia wasn't well enough to pick them, and the
others were too lazy. It was growing late in the fall, so
not many breakfasts with fried apples were left. We'd
probably be living somewhere without an orchard
next year. I resolved to pick apples the next day.
After a while two cruisers pulled up to the house.
I stayed where I was, prepared to hightail it into the
woods. But they didn't come after me. The moon
was out, and the rain had stopped by the time they
left. I slunk down to the kitchen window.
David lay back in his chair, an easy smile on his
wide face. One hand encircled a mug of coffee, while
the other arm dangled loosely, a cigarette between
his fingers. "I don't know why I let Wesley come in
here and start his shit," he said. "I guess I just can't
stand to hurt nobody."
"It's Billie's ass I oughta kick for not busting his
head with that rock before he put my hand through
Photo By inspector 81
the window," said Virginia. A rag was wrapped around
her hand. "I swear, there's nothing sorrier in this
world than a drunken Slagle." She patted her chest. "Lordy, I felt like a goner for
a few minutes. My heart isn't back to normal yet."
"That's what upsets me the most, Granny," said David. "Him coming in here
like that when he knows you're in bad health."
"I was afraid that rock would kill him," said Billie.
Virginia took a drag on her cigarette. "It probably only would have knocked
him cold She broke into a throaty laugh. "I guess killing him would put a stop
to it, though."
They all, except Roseanne, had a hearty laugh. David's nearly silent laugh
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lasted longer than the others. I crept away from the window.
I hurried down the hill, no doubt much like the old man had time and again
after slithering out of bed and tiptoeing from the house. Likely he intended to
be back before sunup. But it might be eight to ten months before he returned,
most often after rambling through one of the neighboring states with a woman
who was footing the bill.
He and I had walked up Red Fox Hollow one cloud-covered evening three years
before my rheumatic fever set in. "I probably ought to pay a visit to the Burleson
home," he said, as we passed their property. Seeing the house dark and the car
gone, I observed that they were probably at church.
"It does appear that way." The old man grinned, revealing even but stained
teeth. His soiled ball cap was pulled low over his dark curly hair, the bill shading
his eyes. "George never did pay me the entire price for an old Chevy I let him
have last year. I, more than anyone, hated to see the transmission go out on him
the first day, but that doesn't change the fact that he owes me money. He gave
me his word." The old man's words were rolling out low and easy, well oiled with
regret and the effort to understand. I felt badly for both men that the transaction
had been less than a success.
"I suspect he's thought better of it by now, though. It wouldn't surprise me
if he's got the money laid out but just can't remember to give it to me. Being as
I could use it right now, I might go have me a look-see."
The old man whistled softly as he worked around the house until he found
a window that opened into one of the bedrooms. He gave me a boost up and
through. I waited on the couch in the living room, while he went through the rest
of the place, still whistling a traditional favorite. "Camp Town Races," I think it
was. What bothered me most was that our boots had muddied Mrs. Burleson's
spotless carpet.
"George must be keepingthat money in his pocket," said the old man, emerg
ing into the living room. "I'll bet Ressie's got something good to eat, though. She
always did, especially when George wasn't around. But then...that's another
story."
Fried chicken with all the fixings was in the refrigerator. I said I wasn't hungry.
The old man tore into the bowls of cold food with both hands.
"We could take some with us," I said, after it looked like he was done. "There's
nothing to eat at the house."
"Good suggestion, son...Wesley. Good suggestion, indeed. And we'd do ex
actly that, if we had the time and the means to pack it up the holler. But church
should've let out by now. I can visualize them popping in at the wrong moment.
Now that I've got me a full belly, I've got an honest-to-goodness urge to go poof."
His hand flew open like he'd made himself disappear down his own sleeve. We
left the dishes on the table.
We were nearing our house when he said, "Mum's the word about where
we've been. Your mother, as much as I've tried to enlighten her, never will be able
to come to grips with the overall picture. She's always had what you call a onetrack mind. The way she keeps after you about book learning is a good example
of that. Why, she's even got you packing your studies back and forth to school.
When I was your age, if I did go to school it was with a half-pint of pappy's corn
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whiskey in my hip pocket and not much on my mind but chasing tail. I know deep
down in my soul that her intentions are as good as gold, bless her heart. But,
doggone it, I'm speaking as a father now, Son." He stopped walking and peered
down at me, tugging the bill of his cap even lower. "I, for the life of me, don't
recall a Slagle ever allowing his mama to turn him purely into a bookworm." He
resumed walking. "There's simply more to the old ballgame than that. In fact,
one of my objectives tonight was to give you an introductory course into the
survival side of life."
I didn't go to school with a half-pint of corn whiskey in my hip pocket after
that night. (My pappy wasn't running a still.) But I did stop carrying books home.
It wasn't that the old man was around that often to catch me at it, but I could
visualize him popping in at the wrong moment.
Despite the old man's waywardness and his otherwise inhumane treatment
of Virginia, she stuck by him until the affair with Uncle Elmer's wife came to light.
Afterward, she maintained that the one thing she couldn't tolerate was break
ing the marriage vows with someone in the family; apparently, she recently had
modified those sentiments in regard to one member of the family.
I headed on down the hollow to find an uncle with a bottle.

Near noon the next day I returned. No one spoke to me when I walked into
the house and sat on the couch. The rag on Virginia's hand and the cardboard
covering the broken window were painful reminders of the night before. I was
shaky but clearheaded enough to face the rest of the day without another bottle
of wine.
After a time I stood up and said I was going to pick some apples. David sat
shirtless at the kitchen table where he'd been sipping coffee and chain-smoking
cigarettes, while the women busied themselves tidying up the house. My eyes
settled on him. "You want to lend me a hand, Son?"
"I'd like to, Wesley." He looked up at me, an expression of manufactured
sincerity spreading across his face. "But my back's been bothering me all morn
ing. I'd have to struggle just to make it up that hill right now." He reached for the
tobacco can.
"Suit yourself. Let me put it this way though: either you pick apples or you
won't be eating any for breakfast."
He licked a cigarette paper and grinned. "Evidently, I won't be eating any
then." He tugged on the bill of his cap.
I took the bucket from the back porch and climbed the hill; a gentle breeze
took the edge off my hangover. When I got back and set down the full bucket,
Billie grabbed an apple. "Those are for breakfast," snapped Virginia.
"Let her have one." I shrugged. "Nobody else better get into them,
though."
David was the first into the kitchen when Virginia called us for supper. He
piled four pork chops and a large mound of potatoes on his plate. The others
took two pieces of meat apiece. One was left by the time I got to the stove. I put
it on Virginia's empty place. "Don't you want that, Wesley?"

fried apples

The mountain air was cool and fresh the following morning as I gazed from
the front porch down the hill through a light mist. I fingered the loose bullets
still in my jacket pocket. Then I pulled the revolver out of my belt, thinking that
I should have taken Uncle Elmer's advice and gotten rid of it by now. I'd sell it
today. I removed the one round from the cylinder and dropped it into my pocket
with the others.
It had been from another Red Fox front porch that I watched the old man
make his farewell walk. My rheumatic fever hadn't been diagnosed yet. Before
rounding the bend in the road, he turned and looked back. He stood there for a
long time, while tears formed in my eyes. Then he tugged on the bill of his cap
and went on his way. I knew he wouldn't be coming back.
Virginia called me for breakfast.
David removed his ball cap and placed it on the table. His dark curly hair was
parted down the middle and still wet from the shower. His plate was heaped
with eggs, gravy, and bread. As I eased into the chair across from him, his hand
went to the steaming bowl of apples. "Doggone it, Son," I said. "I hate to see you
reaching for those apples."
"You boys don't need to fight so early in the morning," grumbled Virginia.
She sat at the head of the table, to my left, David's right. The rag was gone from
her hand.
David held the bowl in front of him and flashed a comfortable smile. "I wasn't
going to eat any. But they just look too good to pass up." He dipped out an ample
helping and handed me the bowl.
"They smell good too," I said, spooning out some. "In fact, the only thing I
see wrong with them is that they're on your plate."
I stood up and pulled the empty revolver out of my belt. I never got it aimed
in between his eyes; never saw the expression on his face.
Virginia came up, clawing toward me. Her hands clenched and went to her
chest. She crashed down on the table, dead.
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"Not after all the wine I drank yesterday," I muttered.
She ate half of it and forked the rest over to me.
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